OPERA 


ACROSS THE PACIFIC 


There’s something very powerful 
when you connect with people’s dreams. 

It’s a reason for living. 

Patrick Summers 

Music Director, Western Opera Theater 



WHEN San Francisco Opera Center's Western 
Opera Theater was invited to Shanghai in 
March 1987, this troupe of gifted young 
artists became the first American pro¬ 
fessional opera company to perform 
in the People's Republic of China. 


And there were more firsts. 


As the climax of that first tour, 
an enthusiastic Shanghai 
audience was treated to a 
gala concert of selections 
from operas and Broadway 
musicals performed by 
young Chinese singers 
from the Shanghai Conser¬ 
vatory of Music with the 
young western singers—the 
first time such joint music¬ 
making took place on a stage 
in China. 


And when San Francisco Opera 
Center’s young conductor and 
several of its singers were invited 
back to Shanghai in April 1988, it 
was to take part yet another premiere 
event—the first performances of 
Puccini’s Tosca ever produced in China. 


The San Francisco/Shanghai opera connection keeps growing stronger, while continuing 
to be a revelation to both the Americans and the Chinese. 


Capacity audiences at Western Opera Theater's three 1987 Shanghai performances of 
La Boheme were captivated by the Americans' fresh voices and the naturalness of their 
acting. Both the opera and the concert were shown on Chinese television. "Of all the 
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cultural exchanges we 
have had, " said an official 
of the Shanghai Foreign 
Affairs Bureau, "this one 
has built the widest and 
sturdiest bridge that the 
most people will walk on/' 


Everywhere they went the 
Americans were wel¬ 
comed with exquisite 
courtesy and festive 
warmth, with frequent 
mention by their hosts of 
the Sister City rela¬ 
tionship between San 
Francisco and Shanghai. 


But it was the young Conservatory singers 
who provided the most powerful 
revelation. 


In a land where Western music was for¬ 
bidden until a few short years ago, here 
were exceptional, well-trained operatic 
voices, and people with a passionate de¬ 
sire to participate in Western music, with 
extraordinary dedication and responsive¬ 
ness, undaunted by difficulties. Christine 
Bullin, Manager of the San Francisco 
Opera Center, commented, "Once you 
have experienced that spirit with an open 
heart, you can never forget it." 


In May 1987, San Francisco Opera's then- 
General Director Terry McEwen made 
his first visit to Shanghai and he, too, was 
deeply impressed by the voices he heard 
at the Conservatory and by its guiding 
spirit and revered teacher, Mme. Zhou, 
Xiao Yen, herself a former singer who had 
studied in Paris. "I was just knocked out," 
he said, "by what they have done with 
very little besides talent and 
determination and incredible diligence." 


McEwen promised to foster an ongoing 
trans-Pacific exchange, bringing Chinese 
singers to the Merola Program at the 
Opera Center as well. He backed that 
with a $25,000 gift from an anonymous 
donor, to be used at his discretion, toward 
an Opera Center Shanghai Fund. 


Top: Tenor Craig Estep working with tenor Gu 
Ping in Shanghai. 

Above: Elena Servi-Burgess at People's Park in 
Shanghai. 


Center, too, came four American singers 
for opera and concert roles. 

"This was a completely different trip," 
Summers said. At age 24, he had to call 
on every drop of his youthful energy and 
musical resourcefulness to teach what he 
calls "a treacherously difficult score for 
the orchestra" to a body of mature play¬ 
ers, relying mainly on the language of 
music and gesture and occasionally on an 
interpreter. That's more or less what 
conductors of any age have to do. But in 
Shanghai Tosca was sung bilingually in 
Chinese and Italian for two performances 
and in Chinese for the third. "Since I 
couldn't learn Chinese in a month," he 
said, "I had to number each individual 
Chinese syllable in the entire score so I 
could give the proper cues." 


Scene from La Boh&me, 1987 Western Opera Theater touring 
production. Photo: Gail Phillips 


Scenes from the historic 1987 trip 
were captured on videotape in the 
documentary Scaling the Wall. Its 
West Coast premiere, with the film 
Distant Harmony about Luciano 
Pavarotti's voyage to China, was held 
in May 1988, preceded by a banquet 
on the War Memorial Opera House 
stage in San Francisco benefitting the 
Shanghai Fund. 


Scaling the Wall later won a Rocky 
Mountain Emmy and received 
Honorable Mention at the San Francisco 
International Film Festival. The half-hour 
video is still available from the Opera 
Center and its sale continues to benefit 
the Shanghai exchange program. 


Conspicuous achievements on both sides 
of the Pacific have already been made 
possible by these limited funds—as well 
as a few more firsts. 


Besides sending some of the scores and 
other materials needed by the 
Conservatory, San Francisco was able to 
respond to Shanghai's major 1988 
requests: an Italian teacher to work with 
Conservatory students, and the return of 
conductor Patrick Summers, who had led 
the 1987 joint concert, to conduct the 
Shanghai Opera House production of 
Tosca —China's first. 


Summers was also asked to coach at the 
Conservatory during his one-month stay, 
and to prepare another, bigger, 
concluding joint concert. From the Opera 











Left: Conductor Patrick Summers rehearsing 
with the Shanghai Opera Orchestra . 

Rosenkavalier. "Many of the orchestra 
musicians had not even heard of 
Strauss," said Summers. "This was an 
entirely new piece of music for everyone 
in China. I cannot possibly convey the 
elation of having people hear those 
incredible sonorities, that glorious music, 
for the very first time." 

The stage director of Shanghai Opera's 
Tosca, Zhang Yuanwen, wrote in her 
program note, "Fortunately, as it 
happens, the artists from San Francisco 
Opera Center have come to Shanghai 
once more to promote cultural ex¬ 
changes and joint performances. This 
kind of cooperation, I think, is significant 
and worth celebrations. It will strengthen 
the existing friendship between China 



New friendships were formed on this trip 
as the Americans encountered the 
directness with which the young Chinese 
singers asked for help and the willingness 
with which they received and absorbed it. 
Tenor Craig Estep found himself holding 
an impromptu tenorama, while the bari¬ 
tones gathered around Victor Ledbetter 
and Susan Graham helped Yuan 
Xiaoming learn difficult and to her 
completely new music from Der 
Rosenkavalier. 

For Elena Servi-Burgess, San Francisco 
Opera's Italian coach since 1976, China 
was one of the most joyful experiences of 
her life. "The students wanted everything 


Above: Mme. Zhou Xiao Yen, Christine Bullin, 
and Chen Shang Ming, Shanghai Conservatory 
teacher who studied at the S.F.Opera Center in 
1988. 

Left: Tenor Cu Ping and conductor Patrick 
Summers enroute to work in Shanghai. 


I could possibly give them," she said. "I 
would love to go back and work with their 
teachers. It's like the old proverb: give a 
man a fish and he'll eat for one day, but 
teach him how to fish .... If we can do 
that, we'll have a whole generation grow¬ 
ing up with good coaching." 

The 1988 joint concert was an ambitious 
overview of opera performed by 16 
Chinese singers and four Americans— 
the trio from 11 Trovatore, the quartet 
from Rigoletto, the Carmen quintet, the 
sextets from Lucia di Lammermoor and 
Don Giovanni , plus solos and duets, 
music from Showboat and Candide. 

But most exciting was the chance to per¬ 
form the great final trio from Der 


and the United States and accelerate the 
development and the prosperity of the 
operatic cause." 

Further acceleration came in Summer 
1988 when two singers and a teacher from 
the Shanghai Conservatory joined the 
Opera Center's Merola Program in San 
Francisco. After ten weeks of intensive 
study, and in the singers' cases carrying 
fine reviews of their performances, they 
are returning to study and to teach at 
their Conservatory. 

Lotfi Mansouri, now San Francisco 
Opera's General Director, feels that "a 
fine, firm foundation has been laid for our 
musical bridge across the Pacific. The 
development of young artists has always 
been a paramount concern for me, and I 
think we are showing that opera is a 
powerful means of reaching and joining 
peoples' hearts and minds in an 
understanding that transcends cultural 
and national differences. And that indeed 
is a reason for living." 
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OPERA CENTER AUDITIONS 


Port of entry into the San Francisco Opera Center is participation in the Opera Center Auditions, held each year in 
various U.S. cities under sponsorship of local opera guilds and music groups. Singers selected through the Auditions 
receive stipends for the programs they are invited to join. Skilled young pianists who want to train as opera coaches 
are also screened for the Center's Apprentice Coach Program. 



MEROLA OPERA PROGRAM 

Founded in 1957, the Merola Opera Program is the cornerstone of training for singers selected through the Auditions 
and pianists qualifying for the Apprentice Coach Program. Field for ten weeks each summer, Merola provides classes 
for singers in all aspects of opera performance, as well as daily coaching and master classes with renowned operatic 
performers and instructors. Merola also presents two complete opera productions every summer. 


BROWN BAG OPERA 

Brown Bag Opera enlists the Opera Center's gifted young artists to perform one-hour free concerts of arias and songs 
in parks, schools and colleges, shopping centers, hospitals, nursing homes, and senior centers throughout the San 
Francisco Bay Area. Brown Bag Opera also provides outstanding entertainment at corporate events, conventions, and 
private parties, while giving the artists valuable performing experience. 

WESTERN OPERA THEATER 

Western Opera Theater, the professional touring and 
educational company of the Opera Center, was 
founded in 1967 with the help of a grant from the 
National Endowment for the Arts. Since then West¬ 
ern Opera Theater has toured the U.S. every year, 
bringing live opera to a total audience of well over two 
million people. 

In1987, Western Opera Theater became the first Ameri¬ 
can professional opera company to perform in the 
People's Republic of China. 

A touring opera-concert company, the San Francisco 
Opera Center Singers, was started in 1984 to enhance 
Western Opera Theater's outreach in smaller commu¬ 
nities nationwide. 

THE ADLER FELLOWSHIPS 

The prestigious Adler Fellowships are awarded to exceptional singers who rise through the Opera Center ranks. 
Adler Fellows receive a contract for residency with San Francisco Opera and are engaged for roles in its international 
seasons. They are also offered extensive coaching and guidance. Further training in all facets of operatic art is given 
in the program's Advanced Training Institute. 

SHOWCASE 

In 1982 the Opera Center inaugurated its Showcase series to display, in the intimacy of a small theater, the talents of 
its young artists and to offer unusual operas and chamber repertoire to San Francisco's discerning public. 



SCHWABACHER DEBUT RECITALS 

To further the art of the song recital and to develop and reveal the artistry of Opera Center singers in this medium, 
James Schwabacher created this special recital series in 1983. Four concerts, traversing the repertoire of song, are 
presented between December and April each year. 
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Lotfi Mansouri, General Director 






